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Background 
The Carson, Cibola and Santa Fe National Forests in New Mexico occupy 4.7 million acres that range in 

elevation from 5,000 feet to more than 13,000 feet above sea level. Riparian areas occupy approximately 

2 percent of these acres (not including historic riparian areas within the forests and grasslands); however, 

the majority of the biodiversity on the Forests are dependent on these areas.   

Riparian areas are associated with a range of ecosystem services that are valued by humans and provide 

human welfare benefits, including recreation, grazing, and natural beauty (National Research Council 

2002 and 2004; Covich et al. 2004; Giller et al. 2004). Riparian zones are among the most heterogeneous 

and diverse landscape elements, with habitats harboring the highest plant, bird, insect, reptile-amphibian, 

and mammal biodiversity of any terrestrial ecosystem. For example, in the Southwest it has been 

estimated that up to 70 percent of threatened and endangered vertebrate species are riparian obligates 

(species that require riparian habitat to complete some portion of their life cycle) (Johnson 1989). In the 

arid Southwest, riparian areas offer unique services that have long been recognized for the 

disproportionate benefits they provide relative to the small area they occupy on the landscape (Naiman 

and Décamps 1997).  

Riparian areas in the Southwest have been impacted by numerous stressors, including dams, diversions, 

groundwater pumping, loss of keystone species, channelization, conversion to agricultural uses, 

urbanization, grazing, roads, recreational development and use, fires, mining, fuel wooding, logging, and 

invasive species. Many of these stressors result in altered flow regimes and less frequent connection 

between the stream and its floodplain. Between 30 and 50 percent of Southwest wetlands have been lost 

and converted (Mitch and Gosselink 1993) which has also resulted in species declines and increased 
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Endangered Species Act (ESA) listings. Continued population growth, associated recreational use, and 

climate change put additional disturbance pressure on already impacted areas.   

Forest Service policies related to riparian and aquatic ecosystems are directed by several foundational 

laws. The Organic Act of the Forest Service states that "no national forest may be established except to 

improve and protect the forest, or to secure favorable conditions of water flows, and to furnish a 

continuous supply of timber." The National Forest Management Act (NFMA) requires the Forest Service 

to provide for diversity of plant and animal communities based on the suitability and capability of the 

land area in keeping with multiple-use objectives. The ESA requires protection of listed species and their 

habitat, many of which are dependent on riparian or aquatic areas.  

Purpose and Need  
The purpose of this project is to maintain or enhance watershed and range health by restoring riparian, 

wetland, and associated upland and aquatic habitats and promote species recovery and diversity and 

allowing for sustainable human uses, such as grazing, hunting and fishing, as required by the Land and 

Resource Management Plans for the Carson, Cibola and Santa Fe National Forests and the Kiowa 

National Grasslands.  

There is a need to continue restoring the key ecological processes and functions responsible for the 

creation and maintenance of self-sustaining riparian, wetland and aquatic ecosystems. There is also a need 

to increase the pace and scale of riparian, wetland and aquatic ecosystem restoration by providing a more 

efficient process for implementation of projects that would aid in the recovery of threatened, endangered 

and sensitive species, their associated habitats, watershed health, and water quality.   

The Watershed Condition Framework (USDA Forest Service 2011) identified 57 percent of the 

subwatersheds across the three Forests as impaired or functioning at risk. Impaired or functioning at risk 

subwatersheds receive ratings based on reduced conditions for water quality, aquatic habitat, riparian 

vegetation, and roads and trails indicators.  

Riparian, wetland and associated upland and aquatic restoration management associated with the purpose 

and need include: 

• Manage the composition and productivity of key riparian vegetation to protect or enhance 

wildlife habitat and habitat for riparian-dependent species. 

• Improve or maintain non-stream associated riparian and wetlands areas (ground water-dependent 

ecosystems), such as seeps, slope wetlands, springs, fens, bogs and wallows together with their 

associated vegetative structure. 

• Plan, design and implement riparian habitat improvement activities to restore riparian areas that 

are not in a condition to meet management objectives or the desired condition. 

• Improve the rate of recovery in, and ecological function of, riparian areas that are not in a 

condition to meet management objectives by eliminating or reducing the impacts of management 

activities that may slow riparian recovery. 

• Maintain or enhance water quality and/or wildlife and aquatic habitat through instream, riparian 

and wetland/upland improvements.  



Riparian, Aquatic and Wetland Restoration on the 

Carson, Cibola and Santa Fe National Forests and 

Kiowa National Grasslands 
 

• Provide the necessary habitat to maintain or increase populations of riparian and aquatic 

dependent species, such as the Jemez Mountains Salamander, NM Meadow Jumping Mouse, SW 

Willow Flycatcher, Rio Grande Cutthroat Trout, Rio Grande Chub, Rio Grande Sucker, Boreal 

Toad, and Northern Leopard Frog.  

• Provide for input of large, woody debris, where appropriate, into streams to provide habitat and 

increase the level of the water table and baseflows. Remove material that causes unacceptable 

channel and/or bank damage. 

• Improve rangeland habitat and forage. 

• Create and enhance sheet flow across meadows and hillsides. 

Proposed Action  
The Forest Service proposes to restore riparian, aquatic, and wetland habitat on the Carson, Cibola, and 

Santa Fe National Forests, and the Kiowa Grasslands in New Mexico by implementing a variety of 

restoration activities. Riparian, aquatic, and wetland restoration activities would be accomplished through 

the use of project specific design criteria using consistent methodology to design, implement, monitor, 

and document watershed and aquatic restoration activities.   

 

Several project categories would be covered by this environmental assessment. The design criteria will be 

the basis for consistent implementation and effects analysis for the project categories and activities at the 

forest and site specific scale. The action area of this project includes all of the Carson, Santa Fe, and 

Cibola National Forests and the Kiowa Grasslands and is based on providing a more efficient process to 

accelerate implementation of projects that would aid in the restoration of these habitats, the recovery of 

riparian and aquatic species located on the forest, watershed health, and water quality.  

 

Proposed riparian, wetland and associated upland and aquatic restoration activities would be consistent 

with the Forest Plans. Restoration actions would be implemented through the use of project specific 

design criteria using a consistent methodology to design, implement, monitor, and document project 

implementation and effectiveness.   

Potential Project Categories 
• Aquatic Organism Passage Projects 

• Irrigation Diversion Replacement/Relocation and Screen Installation/Replacement 

• Erosion Control Structures, Headcut and Grade Stabilization 

• Large Wood (LW), Boulder, and Gravel Placement (LW and Boulder Projects; Engineered 

Logjams; Porous Boulder Weirs and Vanes, Gravel Augmentation; Tree Removal for LW 

projects) 

• Reduction/Relocation of Recreation Impacts 

• Fencing, Stream Crossings, Pasture Improvements, and Off-Channel Wildlife/Livestock 

Watering  

• Beaver Habitat Restoration 

• Streambank Restoration 

• Legacy Structure Removal 

• Channel Reconstruction/Relocation and Off- and Side-Channel Habitat Restoration 

• Set-back or Removal of Existing Berms, Dikes, and Levees 

• Riparian Vegetative Planting 
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• Riparian Vegetation Treatment (controlled burning) 

• Conifer and Nonnative Invasive Plant Removal When Encroaching in Riparian Areas, 

Meadow, and Wetlands 

• Road and Trail Erosion Control and Decommissioning 

• Groundwater-Dependent Ecosystems: Restoration of Seeps and Springs 

 

For additional information and descriptions about these project categories and design criteria associated 

with these projects, see the Project Category and Design Criteria document on the website. 

This proposal will help accelerate riparian and aquatic restoration by increasing our efficiency in 

planning. A draft and final EA will be prepared to document the environmental effects associated with 

implementing these projects, following receipt of comments on this proposed action.  Public comments 

will help inform this proposal.   

After the three Forest decisions, additional steps will ensure we account for any possible site-specific 

issue for each project. These steps could include the use of a project-specific checklist, surveys (where 

required), and public notification to ensure all site specific issues have been addressed. The public would 

also be notified upon project completion.   

Land and Resource Management Plan 
The three northern New Mexico National Forests (including the Kiowa National Grasslands) determined 

that a plan amendment, or more than one, may be required for this project. Based on project activities 

possibly affecting water resources and users, vegetation, wildlife, soils, and recreation in and around 

riparian areas, the following specific substantive rule requirements contained in rule sections 36 CFR 

219.8 through 219.10 may apply to any amendment needed, including: 219.8(a)(1) Ecosystem Integrity, 

(a)(2) Air, soil, and water, (a)(3) Riparian Areas, and (b)(5) Cultural and historic resources and uses; 

219.9(a)(1) Ecosystem integrity; 219.10(a) Integrated resource management for multiple use. Based on 

additional assessments and analysis of effects, clarity on amendments needed and these requirements will 

be forthcoming. 

How to get involved  

Attend a Public Meeting  
Three public meetings are planned during the scoping period for the Northern New Mexico Riparian, 

Aquatic and Wetland Restoration Project. The meetings will be held at the following dates and locations:  

• Wednesday, October 16, 6-8 p.m., Manzano Mesa Multigenerational Center, 501 Elizabeth St SE, 

Albuquerque 

• Tuesday, October 22, 2-5 p.m., Santa Fe National Forest Supervisor’s Office, 11 Forest Lane, 

Santa Fe 

• Tuesday, October 29, 6-8 p.m., Sagebrush Inn, 1508 Paseo Del Pueblo Sur, Taos 

During these events, Forest Service staff will provide an overview of the Northern New Mexico Riparian, 

Aquatic and Wetland Restoration Project and answer questions. Resource specialists will be present to 

discuss a variety of topics. 
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Comment on the Northern New Mexico Riparian, Aquatic and Wetland Restoration Project by Monday, 

November 4, 2019.  

A 30 day public comment period will start on Friday, October 4th, 2019. This will be the first of two 

opportunities to give written input on the project. The public will also have the opportunity to comment 

on the Draft Environmental Assessment. Those who provide timely and specific comments during either 

comment period may also be eligible to file an objection to the Final Environmental Assessment and 

Draft Decision Notice.  

Comments can be submitted online, by mail, in-person, or by email. For objection eligibility, each 

individual or representative from each entity submitting timely and specific written comments must either 

sign the comments or verify identity upon request. We will place all written and electronic comments 

received, including the names and addresses of those who comment, in the project file and that 

information will become a matter of public record. We will accept and consider anonymous comments. 

You may submit comments through the following options:  

• Attend one of the three public meetings.  Dates, times, and locations noted above  

• Submit a comment online (this is our preferred method to receive your comments): On the project 

webpage (https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=56975), click on ‘Comment/Object on 

Project’ under the ‘Get Connected’ heading on the right side of the page to submit comments 

using an online form.  

• Send an email to SM.FS.NNMRAWR@usda.gov with “Northern New Mexico Riparian, Aquatic 

and Wetland Restoration Project” in the subject line. If attaching a document, please use .doc, 

.txt, .pdf, or .rtf formats only.  

• Postal mail: Attn: Northern New Mexico Riparian, Aquatic and Wetland Restoration Project 11 

Forest Lane, Santa Fe, NM 87508  

• Hand-delivered comments may be submitted to the Santa Fe National Forest Supervisor’s Office 

(11 Forest Lane, Santa Fe, NM) between 8:00 am and 4:30 pm.  

For More Information  
For more information concerning the proposal, please contact:  

Josh Hall  

Natural Resource Staff Officer, Santa Fe National Forest  

Joshua.Hall@usda.gov 

(505) 438-5430 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=56975
mailto:SM.FS.NNMRAWR@usda.gov
mailto:Joshua.Hall@usda.gov
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